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Abstract 
The paper aims at presenting the results of an exploratory research conducted on students in upper secondary education. The goal 
of the research was to investigate students’ enjoyment experiences of being at school and taking part of learning activities in 
order to enhance teaching practice and learning management strategies. To conduct the study a hybrid methodology blending 
qualitative and quantitative techniques was preferred. Quantitative data were collected by using the Enjoy Questionnaire, a 
research tool translated and adapted on Romanian students. The enjoyment of learning was operationalized through a hierarchical 
four-level model. The study reveals pessimistic students, with negative attitudes on school and learning. In addition, their 
perspective on school and learning affects the enjoyment of life. Most of the respondents argue that school is a bad period in their 
lives, an obstacle to do things that are more interesting. Other negative emotions complete the perceptions on learning and 
school: anxiety, anger, frustration and boredom.  
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
A high density of emergent emotions characterizes educational and academic environments: the enjoyment of 
learning (EL), hope, pride, anxiety, boredom or despair (Goetz, Hall, Frenzel, & Pekrun, 2006). These emotions are 
intrinsically linked with student motivation for learning, with learning process and school performance, with the 
development of the self-identity or with the wellbeing in school.  
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Recent studies geographically located in the British or American space suggest that the lack of the enjoyment of 
learning is one of the major facts affecting the achievement of educational goals (Goetz, Hall, Frenzel & Pekrun, 
2006). Relevant experiences of other countries confirmed the relevance and importance of this concept by including 
the enjoyment of learning in public policy documents with a double status: as a right of pupils and as a goal of the 
formal educational system.  
This paper focuses on research undertaken in Romania, in high schools from three counties, including the capital 
city. It considers how emotions and especially the enjoyment of learning can be conceptualized and the evidence to 
date that enjoyment is linked to learning and to achievement. The research explore the nature of enjoyment and 
proposes a descriptive profile of pupils’ emotions related to school and learning contexts. 
The goal of this study is to emphasize the need to understand the pupils’ spectrum of school-related emotions and 
to specifically address it through positive learning activities. 
2. The enjoyment of learning. Theoretical foundations and related literature 
The enjoyment of learning has a strong self-explanatory conceptual structure. The history of the concept makes 
clear the dominance of the omnibus definitions to explain it.  There can be identified synonymous associations with 
the concept of satisfaction or even fun, but this epistemological approach becomes unpractical when designing a 
research project.  Hartley (2006) argues the emotional nature of the enjoyment of learning. The concept designates 
what a subject feels, not what he/she thoughts. Kuppens (2008, p.1053) suggests that referring two dimensions can 
define the force vectors of emotional experiences: the dimension of pleasure (or valence) and the dimension of 
arousal (or activation). 
A concept that can be useful and used to describe the balance in-between the two dimensions is the state of flow, 
the concept proposed by Csikszentmihalyi (1977, p. 72). Shernoff and his colleagues (2003) state there is a relation 
between the flow state and the process of solving a task that is perceived to have intrinsic feature of pleasure. In 
addition, the pleasure of learning may be associated with a context in which the subject finds that can deal with a 
situation (of learning) which until that point had produced anxiety. 
Another approach conceptualizing the enjoyment of learning stresses the indirect nature of this 
emotion.  Compared to the approaches described above, where the enjoyment of learning is the resultant hic et nunc 
of the social context of learning, the current one defines EL as a result of the gap analysis between expectations and 
results. In this context, we can identify a synonymous relationship between EL and satisfaction (Kremer-Tailgate 
and Goldstein, 1990). The enjoyment of learning, as a positive experience, can be defined and in relation to social 
relations. Goodenow (1992) argues that the feeling of belonging is associated with a state of satisfaction. Goetz et al. 
(2006) distinguish between enjoyment to learn as and El as a trait. The first understanding of the concept designates 
a present experience, an immediate response, related to a context or a learning situation. In the second case, the 
enjoyment of learning has a conclusive, cumulative, and retrospective character, referring to a series of learning 
experiences. 
Summarizing, the related literature, we are able to distinguish between four directions of the conceptual approach 
of EL: i) a loss/reduction of self-consciousness in a state of absorption; ii) a state of psychic physical and social 
control,; iii) a condition in which the subject responds to challenges; iv) accumulation of forms of social capital and 
quasi-economical capital.  
The study of emotions is generally characterized by approaches that posit either one-dimensional or bipolar 
nature of emotions (Goetz, Hall, Frenzel, & Pekrun, 2006). To investigate the enjoyment of learning Goetz et al. 
(2006) suggest a hierachical model which explain that emotional experiences can be differentiated in relation to such 
a level of generality. The hierachical construction (Fig. 1) proposes a comprehensive modelling of theoretical and 
empirical experiences, by integrating conceptualizations of positive psychology on the wellbeing and quality of life 
in relation to academic and extracurricular contexts (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000, apud Goetz et al., 2006). 
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The hierarchical model describes four levels of generality (L1 to L4, where L1 is the level with the lowest degree 
of generality). Trait emotions are associated to each level. The model oriented the empirical research in the context 
of the present study. 
3. Research methodology 
The research study followed an empirical exploratory design, whose goal was to make a relevant contribution to 
the understanding of the enjoyment of learning and to evaluate the feasibility of a more ample investigation based on 
a correlational design. In addition, the study blends a descriptive and explanatory approach in order to profile the 
positive learning experiences of the high school pupils. The author fully conducted this research, with the 
collaboration of high schools’ principals and teachers in upper secondary education. 
3.1. Research objectives 
The research was conducted to achieve the following specific objectives: 
O1: To validate empirically the hierarchical model of positive experiences in learning.  
O2: To explore the nature of enjoyment in learning. 
O3: To profile pupils emotions related to school and learning contexts. 
3.2. Hypotheses 
H1: To what extend the theoretical model of experiences of enjoyment fits to empirical data. 
H2: To what extend pupils in high school associate learning with positive emotions. 
H3: To what extend the enjoyment of learning can be considerate a characteristic of school-related contexts. 
Fig. 1. The hierarchical model of the experience of enjoyment (apud. Goetz et al., 2006) 
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3.3. Research sample 
The research sample included 575 Romanian pupils in upper secondary education, residents both in urban and 
rural areas (Bucharest, Valcea and Giurgiu counties). The sampling method followed a theoretical and realistic 
approach based on the criterion of relevance (Emmel, 2013). Fig. 2, Fig. 3 and Fig. 4 describe subjects’ gender, age 
and profile distribution. Most of the investigated subjects are females, with a relative balanced age distribution. 
 
 
Fig. 2. Subjects’ gender distribution (N = 575) 
 
Fig. 3. Subjects’ distribution by age 
 
Fig. 4. Subjects’ distribution by study profile (N = 575) 
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3.4. Data collection procedures 
The research followed a transversal design, blending quantitative (the questionnaire) and qualitative methods 
(semi-structured interviews). The pupils selected into the research sample were invited to self-administrate a 
questionnaire while assisted by the researcher. All the collected answers were kept anonymous. A sub-sample of 
pupils (n = 27) participated in qualitative research procedures. 
3.5. Research instruments 
The quantitative research instrument was named the ENJOY-ro Questionnaire. The final version of the 
questionnaire included eight items, Likert-rated on a five points scale. Based on the semantic redundancy criterion, 
the author selected the items from the Academic Achievement Questionnaire (AEQ), developed by Pekrun, Goetz, 
Frenzel, Barchfeld, & Perry (2011). In a very early stage of questionnaire development, 20 items were selected from 
the AEQ original tool. The author pre-tested this initial final version. Items with low inter-items correlation scores 
were removed from the questionnaire. The Cronbach-alpha quoefficient calculated for the final version indicates a 
very good internal consistency of the research tool (ןൌ ǤͻʹሻǤ 
The qualitative research tool consisted in an interview protocol, presenting eight school and learning related 
scenarios. The pupils were invited to describe their behavior under the circonstances depicted by the scenarios. For 
each case, the pupils were asked to associate a number of emotions, starting from an inventory of both positive and 
negative emotions. Projective techniques were also used. 
4. Results 
In the context of the hierarchical enjoyment, experiences model (Goetz et al., 2006), the enjoyment of learning is 
assimilated to the third level. The results of the empirical research validate the hierarchical model (see Fig. 5). A 
confirmatory factor analysis was performed to evaluate to what extend the eight items load on the four factors of the 
theoretical model.  
The goodness-of-fit index (GFI) is a good one, ܩܨܫ ൌ Ǥͻ͸Ͷ. Inter-factors correlations vary from ݎ ൌ Ǥͻ͹ʹto ݎ ൌ
Ǥͻͺ͹Ǥ Chi-square index of adequacy is statistically significant (݌ ൏ ǤͲͳ). In this case, we can accept the hypothesis 
that the theoretical model fits to empirical data. 
 
 
 
Fig. 5. The hierarchical model of enjoyment experiences. Factors correlations 
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The mean, as a central tendency indicator, reveals a low level of enjoyment experiences in school (see Table 1): 
ܧܮതതതത ൌ ʹǤʹͻǡ ߪ ൌ Ǥͻͳ. 
Table 1. The enjoyment of learning. Statistical indicators 
Statistical indicators Values 
N 575 
Range 2,63 
Minimum 1,00 
Maximum 3,63 
Mean 2,29 
St.dev. .91 
Variance .84 
Skewness -,19 
Kurtosis -1,39 
 
The EL variable was recoded in order to analyze the distribution of its gradients at the level of the whole sample. 
The frequency analysis indicates that the majority of respondents (68,2%) have a low level of enjoyment 
experiences (see Table 2). None of the subjects does not appreciate in a very positive manner school experiences. 
Table 2: Gradients of the enjoyment of learning. Frequency analysis 
Gradients of the EL Low Medium High Total 
N = 575 68,2% 31,8% 0% 100% 
 
The narrative data collected through the interviews sustain the low level of enjoyment in relation to school 
environment. For most of them of the subjects, the school is a space of negative emotions (see Fig. 6).  
Concerning the direction of causality in the hierarchical model, bidirectional effects between constructs located 
on the different levels of hierarchy might be assumed, argue Goetz et al. (2006, p.326). The lack of the enjoyment of 
learning could affect the other three levels. 
Comparing the means calculated for each of the four levels (see Table 3), it can be noticed that the fourth level 
has the highest score (ܧܮ௅௘௩௘௟ସതതതതതതതതതത = 2.47, ߪ ൌ Ǥͻ͵ሻǤ 
Fig. 6. The inventory of emotions associated with school experiences (source: word frequency analysis) 
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Table 3: Levels of enjoyment. Statistical indicators 
Indicators  Level 1  Level 2  Level 3  Level 4 
Minimum  1,00  1,00  1,00  1,00 
Maximum 3,50  3,50 3,50  4,00 
Mean 2,25  2,22 2,24  2,47 
St.dev. ,95  ,95 ,93  ,93 
Range  2,50  2,50  2,50  3,00 
Kurtosis  -1,45  -1,42  -1,40  -1,27 
Skewness  -,026  -,009  -,004  -,47 
 
5. Discussions 
Low scores of enjoyment characterize the pupils participating in research, as argued in the previous section of the 
paper. A main finding of the study is that the school environment is usually related to a negative spectrum of 
emotions. Qualitative data indicate the presence of an emotional inventory where frustration, dissatisfaction, 
redundancy and boredom are recurrent.  
In order to minimize the negative effect of the presence of these emotions, pupils develop a strategy of 
neutralization. We will call this coping mechanism learning through escape. Its behavioral and attitudinal 
implications focus the fact that students give up on actively involving in solving the learning tasks.  
The relationship between pupils and teachers can act as a factor stimulating or slowing the learning related 
emotional flow. 
The enjoyment of life has the highest scores comparing to other levels of enjoyment. The enjoyment of life is 
appreciated in a projective manner. The pupils anticipate positive and enjoyable experiences in the future non-
related school contexts (e.g. going to college, finding a job). 
In relation to the phenomenon of minimizing the relevance of learning tasks, we were able to identify a similar 
phenomenon of simplifying the role and the image of school. The school as a trampoline is a reappearing image in 
pupils’ speech. 
6. Conclusions 
The research study was guided by three specific hypotheses. The first hypothesis formulates an interrogation 
related to the empirical validation of the theoretical hierarchical model of the experience of enjoyment. 
Confirmatory factor analysis was conducted to test this hypothesis. The results of statistical analysis support us to 
reject the null hypothesis and to accept the alternative one. The hierarchical model is a reliable structure to 
conceptualize enjoyment and to guide research projects. 
The second specific hypothesis postulates that positive emotions are a characteristic of the learning and school 
environment. Empirical data sustain the acceptance of the null hypothesis, given the fact that pupils associate a large 
spectrum of negative emotions to learning and school.  
Following this finding, we conclude the lack of the enjoyment of learning, as a positive emotion. Thus, the third 
hypothesis is invalidated.  
In order to investigate deeply the topic of learning related emotions, further research is needed. Based on a 
correlational design, future studies could investigate the effect of the use of various instructional strategies on the 
enjoyment of learning to propose an appropriate didactical approach.   
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